Masculinity and confinement: German-speaking refugees in Canadian internment camps (1940-1943) by Farges, Patrick
33
CULTURE, SOCIETY & MASCULINITIES, VOLUME 4 ISSUE 1, 2012, PP. 33–47
ISSN 1941-5583 (PRINT) 1941-5591 (ONLINE) • CSM.0401.33/$15.00 • DOI: 10.3149/CSM.0401.33
COPYRIGHT © 2012 BY THE MEN’S STUDIES PRESS, LLC. HTTP://WWW.MENSSTUDIES.COM
The present paper stems from a research project conducted between 1999 and
2006 in Canada and Germany. The project focused on the long-term acculturation
of German-speaking1 refugees in Canada after Hitler’s “rise to power” (Machtüber-
nahme) in January 1933. The sources used were mainly self-narratives, i.e. stories
that people use to construct and reconstruct meaning out of the events of their lives:
memoirs, autobiographies, correspondences, as well as thirty oral history inter-
views (Farges, 2008). The main focus of the present paper is to study the construc-
tions of masculinity within the Canadian internment camps where German-
speaking refugees were interned between 1940 and 1943.
The forced migration of German-speaking refugees fleeing Nazism brought to
Canada a group of “accidental” immigrants—the “Camp Boys.” The group con-
sisted of German and Austrian nationals, Jewish and non-Jewish, who had pre-
viously migrated to the United Kingdom. In 1940, the British government
decided to register all “enemy aliens” and to intern some of them. A few weeks
later, approximately 2,000 male internees (aged from 16-65 years) were sent over-
seas to Canadian internment camps. They spent several months in a confined, all-
male, but sociologically extremely diverse, environment. The internment camps
thus became a vividly remembered matrix of masculinity, especially for the
younger “Boys.” From the Camp Boys’ retrospective self-narratives, it appears
that their self-representation and self-construction as “men” was deeply affected
by the feelings of confinement, powerlessness, and impotence they experienced
in the camps. By looking at the way power circulated in the camps, and the way
hierarchies were constructed (intersecting class, religion, and sexuality), the au-
thor addresses and reframes the notion of subordinated vs. “hegemonic mas-
culinity” (R.W. Connell). By looking at the retrospective self-narratives produced
by these men, he also addresses the narrative and performative construction of
masculine identities.
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Research in the field of women’s migrations has been intensely pursued in the last
ten years (e.g., Gabaccia & Iacovetta, 2002), offering important new insights on gen-
dered aspects of migration, identity issues, as well as transnational lives. It has also
brought to the fore important methodological issues, such as the choice of self-nar-
ratives as primary sources. In my view, it is now time to shed new light on the mi-
grations of men with regard to the theoretical findings of women’s migration
studies. A history of detention in Canada exists, particularly concerning the vari-
ous Canadian internment practices during the World Wars (Auger, 2005; Draper,
1983; Iacovetta, Perin & Principe, 2000,). However, despite elaborate research done
in the past twenty years on shifting gender boundaries on the “home front,” and
despite insightful work published on camaraderie in a military context, the ques-
tion of the gendered aspects of all-male internment and the question of the re-
shaping of masculinity in detention have received little attention so far.2
In addition, over the past thirty years, a first generation of men’s studies has of-
fered insights into the construction and representations of masculinities. One im-
portant contribution in this field is R.W. Connell’s definition of (and fieldwork on)
“hegemonic masculinities” (Connell, 1995), referring to dynamic forms of the ne-
gotiating of masculine power in given societal frames. First understood as men’s
practices guaranteeing their domination over women, the concept of hegemonic
masculinity now also encompasses men’s practices ensuring domination over al-
ternative or subordinate forms of masculinity. According to Judith Halberstam,
hegemonic masculinity “depends absolutely on the subordination of alternative
masculinities” (1998, p. 1). Socially and historically constructed, masculinity is con-
tingent and fluid, because multiple discourses intersect in any man’s life. Adult
masculinity is produced through a complex process of development involving ne-
gotiation in multiple social relationships, cultural settings, and specific historical
circumstances. Connell point out that
to the extent the term can be brieﬂy deﬁned at all, [masculinity] is simultane-
ously a place in gender relations, the practices through which men and women
engage that place in gender, and the eﬀects of these practices in bodily experi-
ence, personality and culture. (2005, p. 71)
Different forms of masculinity exist in definite relation with each other, but often
in relations of hierarchy and exclusion, thus relying on power structures and forms
of domination. Hegemonic masculinity as the historically and culturally stable and
legitimised form of masculinity is essentially dynamic, contextual (i.e. historically
situated), and hence contestable. It thus maintains a dialectic link with other
regimes, systems, or forms of masculinity. Recently, Connell and Messerschmidt
have insisted that hegemonic masculinity be understood as a “pattern of practice
(i.e. things done, not just as a set of role expectations or an identity)” (2005, p. 832).
Masculinities are being practically performed, they refer to ways of “doing” (West
& Zimmerman, 1987). Furthermore, Connell and Messerschmidt plead for an ex-
plicit research focus on the spaces and territories in which masculinities are un-
folded: they evoke “geographies of masculinity” as well as “intersectionality”
(class, religion) among men. 
The microcosm of the internment camp offers, I shall argue, a particularly perti-
nent space to study such performative interactions between men through which
masculinities are being constituted and subordination is being produced. In the
case of the internment of “enemy aliens” during World War II, masculinity consti-
tuted a dimension present in both the rationale for interning solely men and the
everyday practices within the internment camps. Far from being non-visible, un-
marked and disembodied, the internees’ masculinity in the margins of war was
marked through practices that ranged from the wearing of uniforms to repetitive
constraints and routines affecting the men’s bodies. In this paper, I shall demon-
strate that deconstructing norms of hegemonic vs. non-hegemonic masculinities,
and studying male hierarchies (according to class, religion, age, or sexual domina-
tion) within an all-male environment in which no feminine presence could help af-
firm masculine identities, are a way of studying gender relations. By looking at the
way power circulated within the camps, and at the way hierarchies were con-
structed through multiple micro-acts intersecting class, religion, and sexuality, I
aim to address and reframe the notion of subordinate vs. “hegemonic masculini-
ties.” By looking at the retrospective self-narratives produced by the interned men,
I also wish to address the narrative-performative construction of masculine iden-
tities through retrospective written and oral narration. “Becoming a real man” in an
adverse war environment was a complex process. Internment was thus a dense and
intense period of social and gendered interactions in these men’s lives. The social,
religious, as well as sexual relations the Camp Boys were confronted with in the
“men’s kitchen” (Männerküche) became part of their masculine identity toolkit.
“HIS MAJESTY’S MOST LOYAL INTERNEES,” OR, HOW TO BECOME A “CAMP BOY”
The forced migration of German-speaking refugees fleeing the Nazi regime
brought to Canada a strange group of migrants: the “Camp Boys” as they labelled
themselves. According to Puckhaber (2002), approximately 5,000-6,000 German-speak-
ing refugees (Jews and non-Jews) managed to enter Canada in the 1930s and 1940s de-
spite Canada’s restrictive (and largely anti-Semitic) immigration policy (Abella &
Troper, 2000). Their story is that of an absurd episode of World War II, and yet it is
“one of the few Second World War stories with a happy ending” (Koch, 1980, p.
XIV). In his autobiography, Erwin Schild qualifies this episode as “a bizarre Jewish
schlemiel joke. (…) Kafka could not have dreamt up a more grotesque absurdity”
(2001, p. 236). The Camp Boys consisted for the most part of—Jewish and non-Jew-
ish—German and Austrian citizens who had previously found refuge in the United
Kingdom. In view of Nazi Germany’s growing military successes, the fear of a
“Fifth Column” of saboteurs spread over the United Kingdom, reaching a peak in
the Spring of 1940. In reaction, Prime Minister Churchill decided to register and
categorise all “enemy aliens,” and to intern some of them, in accordance with the
widespread practice of wartime internment (Cesarani & Kushner, 1993). Among
the interned, some 2,000 male internees aged from 16 to 65 were sent overseas to
Canadian internment camps (others were sent to Australia; Dümling, 2000). There,
they spent months (or even years) in a confined, all-male, but sociologically ex-
tremely diverse environment that became their matrix of masculinity. The intern-
ment camps thus became a vividly recalled structuring event in the Camp Boys’
lives, especially the younger ones. After their release, about half of the Camp Boys
permanently settled in Canada,3 becoming the country’s “accidental immigrants”
(Draper, 1983).
The “internment story” began abruptly but had been preceded by several other
episodes of rupture and displacement, including the violent exclusion from the
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community of German nationals organised by the Nazi regime. These ruptures
serve as crucial pivot points of the self-narrative, differentiating biographical time
in “then” and “now,” and spatial orientation in “there” and “here.” Especially, the
moment of capture, often related in considerable detail, opened up a liminal phase
of “no longer”/”not yet.” In his memoirs, Alfred Bader (born 1924 in a Viennese
Jewish upper middle-class family) vividly recalls the day he was arrested by British
“Bobbies” as an “enemy alien:”
Sunday, May 12 [1940], exactly two weeks after my birthday, was memorable
for two events. At 11 a.m., during the break in Hebrew school at the Middle Street
synagogue, I asked a girl for the first date in my life and she accepted. Ten min-
utes later, two detectives picked me up, drove me home to collect some clothes
and a toothbrush and took me to a detention centre on the Brighton racecourse.
(Bader, 1995, p. 25)
Bader’s distanced irony, particularly when he emphasizes that the day of his ar-
rest coincided with his first manly date with a girl, can be interpreted as a retro-
spective narrative strategy in order to cope with the feeling of treason and loss of
virility he, as other refugees, felt in Spring 1940. The capture in a war context was
experienced as a precipitous loss of status in the social and gender hierarchy: as a
form of symbolic emasculation. Great Britain, considered a safe haven by numer-
ous refugees, and the very country that had organised the Kindertransporte in order
to evacuate Jewish children from German and Austrian cities—had now suddenly
turned against the refugees. It was like falling into an unsuspected enemy’s hands.
Eric Koch writes: “To be arrested by people considered to be friends was a trau-
matic experience for the thousands of those who had suffered cruelty at the hands
of the Nazis” (1980, p. 3). The poem “His Majesty’s Most Loyal Internees,” written
in the first weeks of internment (possibly by Oswald Volkmann), renders this bit-
ter feeling towards Great Britain (quoted in Seyfert, 1984, pp. 177-178):
We left in search of liberty
The country of our birth,
We thought to live in Britain was
The finest thing on earth,
You gave us hospitality
When we gave guarantees.
And now we are His Majesty’s
Most loyal Internees.
(…)
When Hitler’s troops in Rotterdam
Came down by parachute
And everybody panicking
The thing became acute,
We were with wives and families
Arrested by police,
So we became His Majesty’s
Most loyal Internees.
They told us not to be afraid
We might be back at night,
We were not prisoners at all
And would be soon all right.
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But after weeks of promising
They sent us overseas,
Although we were His Majesty’s
Most loyal Internees.
And here we are, without the means
Of proving our case,
Behind a strongly guarded fence
In a forgotten place.
We wait while the authorities
Consider the release,
Because we are His Majesty’s
Most loyal Internees.
The recurrent bittersweet formula—“His Majesty’s Most Loyal Internees”—insis-
tently points at Great Britain’s disloyalty. Soon after their internment on British
soil, some 2,000 men were sent overseas to the Dominions Canada and Australia for
“security reasons.”4
The fact that only men were sent overseas reflects the fundamental gender im-
balance that characterised the State and the authorities. Male images dominated,
and still dominate, the public representation of war. Women and children, as well
as the old and sick, belonged to the feminised “home-front,” the one which had to
be protected and for whom the men were supposed to fight. Against the male bod-
ies, however, the government exaggerated and inflated an aggressive stance. The
British and Canadian states regarded the male German-speaking refugees as sig-
nificant threats to their war strategy. The Camp Boys were coerced into migration
and internment. They were allowed no agency whatsoever and were at the mercy
of authorities. In Edgar Lion’s own words:
And there are two ships and it was just a question of: “you go this way, you end
up in Australia, you go that way, you end up in Canada.” I ended up in Canada.
It was just a question of luck, just coincidence. There was no rhyme, reason or
anything.5
The Camp Boys felt as “accidental deportees” who then became “accidental im-
migrants” to Canada. All along, they experienced an acute sense of masculine dis-
empowerment. Their self-representation and self-construction as “men” were
profoundly affected by the process of forced migration and confinement. Their pas-
sive role in the war did not correspond to the dominant representation of male sol-
diers defending their family and country. The helplessness and enforced passivity
of forced migration and internment were antithetical to traditional representations
of a male role in society. In the gendered spatial dichotomy of wartime, captivity
and internment seemed to float freely between the gender poles. For the interned
refugees, there was a near complete loss of control over the workings of their life
that unsettled the cultural assumptions linking masculinity with dominance. Every-
thing these men knew and understood about their selves was being questioned. In
exile and internment, the men’s incapacity to assume their traditional protective
role for their families was experienced as a symbolic form of emasculation. This
explains why they referred to themselves as Boys and not as men.
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INTERNMENT AS “MEN’S KITCHEN”
The refugees were detained in eight internment camps: one in New Brunswick,
five in Quebec, and two in Ontario. Contacts with the outside world were almost
non-existent. Internment, detention and the uncertainty about the whereabouts of
family members in Europe soon launched a process that transformed these men,
aged from 16 to 65, into “Camp Boys.” They had left the past behind and their fu-
ture was hazy and uncertain. The majority was young: half of them were less than
25 years old and most had never been married or financially independent. Camp
life thus represented a transitional phase that happened during their formative
years. Whilst interned, they felt utterly insecure. They had entered a legal and psy-
chic no-man’s-land, disconnected from the “normal” world of individual respect
and recognition. The camp experience was situated somewhere between being “in
limbo” (Seyfert, 1984, p. 173) and being in “Hell’s Kitchen.” The first autobio-
graphical study on the topic of internment was Eric Koch’s Deemed Suspect. A
Wartime Blunder, published in 1980. It was soon nicknamed Kochbuch (cookbook) by
the Camp Boys. And indeed, the kitchens played a great part in the internees’
everyday life and memories.
Camp was like a microcosm: “It was like living in a small town” (Koch, 1980, p.
169). Gerry Waldston speaks of a “mini-city,” others of a “mini-world” (Rasky,
1981). Though the refugees had fled Nazi Europe and though German was their
common language, the Boys’ social backgrounds differed tremendously. In a con-
fidential report, Alexander Paterson, the British emissary in charge of controlling
the camps, noted in July 1943:
It is not easy to discern any principle underlying their selection. They ranged in
age from sixteen to seventy, in health from the robust to the moribund, in occu-
pation from a university professor to a pedlar who was mentally deﬁcient. Broth-
ers and fathers and friends appear to have been separated with remarkable
frequency. Some of the younger ones alleged that they were never told where
they were going, others say they knew they were bound for Canada. (quoted in
Puckhaber 2002, pp. 197-198)
Camp was characterised by a vast social as well as religious mix. Ernest Poser re-
members the day when the camp commander, following orders that were proba-
bly meant to break the internees’ routine and morale, had decided to separate Jews
from non-Jews:
As we came out of the service, there stood camp commander with his stick and
he said: “OK, I have orders to separate the Jews from the non Jews in this camp.”
And to us that was like a stab: this is exactly what we had left behind in Ger-
many. “This is Northern Ontario, they want to separate Jews from non Jews!”
And we stood in total silence. He said: “Would all the Jews now please step over
here.” And nobody moved. So he said: “All right. Who went to the service
tonight?” So a bunch of people moved over, you see, to one side. “OK, so you’re
Jews.” I said: “And what about the rest of us?”—“You’re non Jews.” I mean he
did in ten minutes what Hitler couldn’t do in all the years since Mein Kampf. Un-
believable! This guy was a genius!6
The most incongruous social and religious interactions happened in internment.
The camps were places of intersectionality in which gendered masculine power
and social hierarchies were negotiated on a daily basis. Under “normal” circum-
38 ■ FARGES: MASCULINITY AND CONFINEMENT
stances, these men would probably never have met. Here was for instance a man
who called himself “Count Lingen” and who was actually the grandson of the last
German Kaiser. He mingled un-problematically with Orthodox Jews and soon be-
came camp leader. Eric Koch recalls the following anecdote:
No doubt it was ﬂattering that when he encountered any of us during our end-
less promenades through the camp, he would bow slightly and say Guten Tag,
Guten Tag, Guten Abend Herr Rosenzweig, Herr Levinsohn, Herr Cohen, etc. Based on
our recent experience we were no longer accustomed to being treated with such
civility by German gentiles. (Koch, 1980, p. 81)
Camp life made unusual socio-cultural face-to-face interactions possible and it led
to the un-breaking of social hierarchies. Camp was like a small, men-only, version
of the outside world.
On the other hand, camp was also the site of “bio-politics.” In his analysis of the
emergence of bio-politics, Foucault (2003) shows how modern governance is de-
pendent on forms of management of the body. The body is the site for “rights” and,
at the same time, for a system of punishment linked to the deprivation of those
same rights. Foucault’s work suggests that the mechanisms of disciplinary power
that ensure the system of rights are the nodal points of analysis. Power is not pos-
sessed, but rather exercised (Foucault, 1977). Power mechanisms can be reverted
and Foucault suggests that the very power that excludes can also empower. In the
camps, power hierarchies and violence from men against men soon appeared and
they were used as micro-social regulators. In this context, the demonstration of
(sometimes violent) power in a “hypermasculine” context (Toch, 1998) was a means
of installing a complex hierarchical system within an all-male environment. The
seemingly egalitarian condition of being an internee could not supersede the work-
ings of power within the camps.
It appears that one of the main dimensions of bio-political negotiation were forms
of masculinity. Sociologists and anthropologists have shown the ways in which, in
traditional as well as contemporary societies, “boys” and “little men” are social-
ized into “becoming real (or great) men” by other men, in what the French anthro-
pologist Maurice Godelier has defined as the “House of Men,” i.e. the
intergenerational social interactions constantly producing hegemonic representa-
tions of masculinity (Godelier, 1986; Welzer-Lang, 2000, pp. 14-17). In the intern-
ment camps, which functioned as “House of Men,” older internees became
intellectual, physical, and sometimes sexual initiators/predators/dominators vis-à-
vis younger ones. Camp became a quintessential site of production of a masculin-
ity that, according to Michael Kimmel (2008), importantly entails homosocial
experience, performed for, and judged by, other men. This reframing of camp life
in terms of a process of “becoming men” sheds new light on the numerous debates,
quarrels, fights and sexual domination that took place within the camp microcosm,
within the “men’s kitchen.”
Eric Koch states that:
The absence of women had a very predictable inﬂuence on the lives of many in-
mates. The only way in which we could have heterosexual love aﬀairs was in
our fantasies. But no fantasy at all was required to have aﬀairs with men: we
were surrounded by potential male love-objects who were all too real. (1980, p.
157)
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In the absence of markers of feminine otherness in the homosocial camps, homo-
sexual practices, fantasies or mere rumours became symbolic weapons and were
easily instrumentalized. The Boys walked a fine line between facing threat and los-
ing more of their virility through passivity. For instance, the pride the Boys of the
“kitchen squad” took in the public display of providing for the other internees
helped them to reaffirm themselves as breadwinners. In Gregory Baum’s recollec-
tion, the kitchens served as highly strategic sites in which various power games
took place:
We had the black kitchen. Those were the priests, and so this was the black
kitchen. Then we had the red kitchen. Those were the communists. And then we
had the warm kitchen and those were the homosexuals that had also ﬂed Ger-
many. And in Austria, “warm” means “homosexual”—“ein Warmer,” “ein warmer
Bruder” (a warm brother). And so that was the “warm kitchen.” So we had three
crews.7
Any problem related to the kitchens—or to food—led to particularly irrational
and violent reactions. One day however, a camp leader had to deal with a serious
problem: one of his cooks had been discovered having sexual intercourse with an
internee in the kitchen area. This soon led to the wildest rumours about food. He
recalls:
I was surprised by the vehemence of the response, because somehow people
began to associate homosexual practices in the kitchen with food. It became an
explosive issue, and the demand was made for the cook to be removed from the
kitchen. This was one of those situations where it was diﬃcult to restore reason
through objectively orientated discussion. (quoted in Koch, 1980, p. 158)
On another similar occasion, communist internees held a spectacular phoney trial
that ended in the condemnation of two boys. As punishment, they were ordered to
fight each other “until there was a bloody mess,” in order to prove their virility.
Such (hard to find) testimonies attest to the fact that there existed forms of dom-
ination of men over other men, as well as an economy of—at times sexualised—
power within the camps. Domination could be played out as sexual domination in
the attempt to impose one pattern of hegemonic masculinity. But within the camps’
hierarchical system, the Boys had access to alternative forms of social and gendered
interactions, such as the nurturing role, which became also part of their identity
construction. The historian is, however, struck by the fact that most self-narratives,
testimonies, and autobiographies silence these crucial episodes of camp life. This
does not contradict the assumption that there indeed existed forms of performative
social mechanisms in order to impose hegemonic masculinity over other, alterna-
tive and subordinate, masculinities. On the contrary: in retrospect, most Camp Boys
tried to recreate in their self-narratives a “normal” masculine identity through era-
sure, cautious re-membering and, at times, textual acrobatics.
While all types of camp work were undoubtedly essential for the camps’ func-
tioning, work also played an important psychological role. Work structured the
men’s lives and gave them a sense of achievement. The varied chores in the camps
gave the Boys the opportunity to be innovative and competitive, and to publicly
demonstrate their ingenuity and skills. Chores created opportunities for “manly”
competition—toughness, muscle, and sweat were put to the fore8—and this fed
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into traditional images of virility and manliness. Through the various physical as
well as intellectual activities in the camps, the men re-established various mascu-
line identities: they could be productive, providers, or professionals again. In this
way, they became “someone” again, thereby regaining some self-respect and dig-
nity. These factors bolstered the collective morale and made everyday life easier. At
a group level, social activities were an important safety valve bringing some change
in the dull internment routine. For the camp guards, they served as a micro-social
instrument of domination over the interned men. At the same time, activities could
be empowering. Entertainment and cultural activities were opportunities for the in-
ternees to explore their, at times latent, musical, theatrical, or political ambitions.
They also served as a safe outlet for conflicts and subversive ideas. Through their
social activities, the Boys performed their cultural, social, and gendered identities
and re-enacted their pre-exile, “normal” selves, thus re-creating a pre-war sense of
comfort, power, and self-worth.
“BACK TO NORMAL” AFTER MONTHS OF IMPOTENCE?
Camp certainly was not a vacuum or a “no man’s land” (Henry Kreisel9), though
the camp experience is often referred to in those very terms. Nor was it a blind spot
in the Camp Boys’ biographies. On the contrary, the experience of internment was
a dense and intense period of socialisation and re-socialisation. Through their com-
mon experience, the “Camp Boys” were cemented into a masculine peer group
sharing a collective memory. The social, religious, and sexual interactions related
to the “men’s kitchen” became part of their collective narration and identity.
Internment had begun in the late spring of 1940 in England and was prolonged
in Canada. From 1941 onwards, liberations started. Some internees chose to remain
in Canada while others asked to be transferred to the USA or back to the United
Kingdom. Some internees were freed as late as 1943, i.e. after two years in captiv-
ity! By then, all remaining Camp Boys had been transferred to the Île-aux-Noix
Camp in Quebec. It was nicknamed “Isle of Nuts” by those who desperately waited
to be freed (Schild, 2001, p. 229). In October 1945, all internees released on Canadian
soil were given the status of “landed immigrants” by decree. This was the first step
towards Canadian citizenship and marked the end of a period of five years of in-
between-ness. For most Camp Boys however, life was far from being back to nor-
mal. Most former internees indicate that shame, anger, fear and distrust were
heightened components of their post-internment identity.
First of all, internment had profoundly affected the Boys’ perception of time. In-
side the camp, the passing of time had become an abstraction, a routine (Farges,
2007), whereas “outside,” a gruesome war was taking place. Julius Pfeiffer recalls
that
[a] number of men were emotionally aﬀected by the camp experience. They with-
drew into themselves, pushed over the edge by the imprisonment and knowl-
edge of the terrible events in Europe. All of them suﬀered traumatic family losses
while they sat out the war, overwhelmed by pangs of guilt at their inability to
communicate with the outside, or contribute something signiﬁcant to the war
eﬀort. (1989, p. 219)
Pfeiffer’s memories are an expression of the Boys’ general feeling of impotence and
de-virilisation. They had no contact with the outside world and felt anxiety about
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the situation of their families and friends in Europe. Cases of “neurasthenia” and
depression, or, to use the camp jargon, “internitis” (Koch, 1980, p. 143), are also re-
ported. Yet at the same time, the internees could not but feel gratitude for having
escaped Nazism and, in the case of Jewish internees, for having survived the Holo-
caust. Their feeling thus oscillated between despair, impotence, and thankfulness.
In more than a way, camp had been a “compression chamber” (Koch, 1980, p.
168) interposed between worlds: between “here” and “there,” between Germany
and Canada, between “then” and “now,” and between hegemonic and alternative
masculinities. The experience of internment thus served as a laboratory in which
the Boys learned that “being a man” was, in fact, an extremely complex and hier-
archical matter. They felt the huge discrepancy between the role they thought they
ought to play (that of the traditional “provider” or “breadwinner”) and the sym-
bolic emasculation they had to come to terms with. After liberation, some internees
never found the way back to normalcy. For some, this ended up in suicide attempts
while others forever changed their mental representations of gender and society.
One of them particularly underlines how internment affected his understanding
of sociality:
You can never become a bourgeois after that. When you’re separated
from the bourgeois customs and you suddenly find yourself dressed the
same way as other people, you really see through the kind of superficial-
ity of public life. We all said this. (quoted in Draper, 1978, p. 102)
In retrospect, the Boys’ feeling of powerlessness and impotence was counterbal-
anced by the narrative strategies they adopted in their self-narratives. The work of
memory thus became a crucial focus of the Boys’ lives, as their very existence had
been profoundly affected by past ruptures.
“WE THE CAMP BOYS:” CONFISCATED VS. RECLAIMED MEMORY
The specific sources used in this project—self-narratives—highlight the Boys’
strategies of self-assertion through memory and narration. The self-narratives they
produced do not read like traditional historical sources, because they use narrative
techniques of fiction in order to “tell the story.” Accuracy is not always the issue
here. However, the narratives generally “seek to meet (…) criteria of coherence,
verisimilitude, and interest” (Richardson, 1994, p. 521). The Boys’ autobiographies
and life-stories often construct a master narrative in which they embody migrant
“success stories” in post-war Canada. The official group memory is that of the
“happy accident” by which successful (male) immigrants “became some of the
liveliest immigrants Canada ever had,” according to a Maclean’s magazine article
published in the early 1960s (Moon, 1962). In his self-narrative, Julius Pfeiffer offers
a similar appraisal:
This group of less than a thousand men supplied Canada with a contingent of ar-
chitects, artists, businessmen, chemists, dentists, engineers, economists, ﬁlm-
makers, historians, journalists, lawyers, mathematicians, novelists, philosophers,
professors, psychiatrists, researchers, religious leaders, sociologists, electronic
media executives and even an impresario. (1989, 220)
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But this collective master narrative notwithstanding, a general feeling of uneasi-
ness remained tangible, readable between the lines. For a long time, it was practi-
cally impossible for the Boys to “tell the[ir] story,” because the story could not be
told in a post-Holocaust world. The internment experience was in no way compa-
rable with the horrors others had been through in Nazi Europe. To be more specific:
it was not comparable to surviving a Nazi concentration and extermination camp.
Some ex-internees knew that, especially those who had witnessed German con-
centration camps (like Dachau and Sachsenhausen10) before leaving Germany, or
those whose family members had survived a Nazi extermination camp.11 In a post-
Holocaust world, the Camp Boys’ memories of wartime internment were hence
confiscated, obliterated. The Canadian internment was not “worth telling” with re-
gard to stories of Holocaust survival.
The Boys, one can argue, were actually Holocaust survivors of a different kind.
Far from being heroic, their story was merely “accidental.” They certainly could
not identify with the 20,000 Holocaust survivors Canada let in in the late 1940s and
1950s (Torczyner, 2001, pp. 245-247). As a consequence, the Jewish Camp Boys felt
somewhat marginalised within the Jewish-Canadian community. Irving Abella, a
historian of Canadian Jewry, shows that a unilateral process of collective memory
was imposed onto post-Holocaust Canada. He writes:
The world had become too dangerous a place for Jews to allow themselves the
luxury of internal dissent and divisiveness. The radicalism and class struggles of
the 1920s and 1930s seemed sadly out of place in the changed circumstances of
the 1950s and 1960s. Jewish energies were now totally devoted to protecting the
State of Israel, to welcoming the inﬂux of Holocaust survivors and to breaking
down the barriers in Canadian society. One Yiddish pundit labelled the postwar
Jewry the “sha-shtill generation,” literally, the silent generation, afraid to rock the
boat for fear of sinking with it. (Abella, 1990, p. 226)
Erwin Schild, who became the Rabbi of the Toronto Adath Israel Congregation in
September 1947, is most certainly one of the ex-Camp Boys who most deeply re-
flected on the issue of confiscated memory. In his autobiography published in 2001,
he clearly distances himself from claiming the status of a “Holocaust survivor”
(though having left Nazi Germany after the Reichskristallnacht and having spent
five weeks in the Dachau concentration camp): “What I have written was never in-
tended as a Holocaust memoir; I do not claim the title of Holocaust survivor”
(Schild, 2001, p. 300). It is interesting to follow the evolution of Schild’s discourse
in the span of the 25 years in which he produced several self-narratives. In a re-
view—published in 1981—of Eric Koch’s book, Schild frames the internment in
terms of impotence and de-virilisation. He speaks of a “dwarfed” and “minor”
memory: “Our internment was a minor event, dwarfed by the Holocaust” (Schild,
1981, p. 40). The review’s title is also extremely evocative: The Camp Boys’ experi-
ence is labelled a mere “Canadian Footnote to the Holocaust,” and thus becomes
an infra-paginal co-text in the history of World War II. Twenty years later, in his au-
tobiography, Schild follows up on the idea. This time, however, he posits that there
is a link between the “footnote” and the greater historical master narrative:
It was but a footnote because it was dwarfed by the Holocaust, and yet related
to it as a footnote to a text. It could only have happened at that time, and only in
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a world that allowed the Holocaust to happen. It could have happened only be-
cause anti-Semitism was widespread. (Schild, 2001, p. 235)
Half a century after the end of internment, the Camp Boys’ traumatic months as
detainees are thus reclaimed and given a new status. When I interviewed Erwin
Schild in 2004, he came back to the notion of a “footnote,” calling it a “significant
footnote:”
[Our story] is not part of the Holocaust and yet it couldn’t have happened with-
out the war and without the Holocaust, so I ﬁgured that it’s a signiﬁcant footnote,
an interesting footnote, but no more than that, except for the people who went
through it. It shaped their lives, so it’s no longer a footnote.12
On an individual basis, the Boys were able, so it seems, to find a non-hegemonic
place in History by endorsing the paradoxical identity of male victims and sur-
vivors.13
Other private forms of memory reclaiming also existed among the Camp Boys, in
which “veteran” and traditional “male-bonding” undertones can be detected. In
spite of their scepticism toward “Old Boys’ Clubs,”14 they did maintain private con-
tacts and organised discrete commemorating practices, gathering and reunions, es-
pecially since the 1990s, that is, after they had retired. Helmut Kallmann published
several issues of an Ex-Internees’ Newsletter. In addition, several autobiographies
were published in Canada, the United Kingdom, and Germany. The prevalent tone
is that of the “good old days” in which the—now old—men were young, thus re-
versing the boy-to-man polarisation process. Excluded from the memories of the
front line or heroic moment of survival, the only wartime lieu de mémoire where
masculine vigour could indisputably be reaffirmed were veteran stories and com-
memoration practices.
In this context, Freddy Grant’s (Friedrich Grundland’s) song “You’ll Get Used to
It” (whose claim to fame was that it was part of the soundtrack of a Hollywood
war movie) became a central reference for the Boys. Its content reflects traditional
representations of masculinity (and race):
You’ll get used to it, you’ll get used to it
The first year is the worst year, but you’ll get used to it
You can scream and you can shout, they’ll never let you out
You will never see your wife, for they locked you in for life
It serves you right, you So and So, why weren’t you naturalized Eskimo
Just tell yourself, it’s marvellous, you’ll get to like it more and more
You’ve got to get used to it, and when you got used to it
You feel just as lousy as you felt before.
The lyrics are a poignant rendition of the Camp Boys’ absurd years behind barbed
wire, when they were deprived of their manly powerless and felt impotent in a war
context. This song and various other commemoration practices were a way for the
Boys to reclaim a group memory and to perform an acceptable masculine identity
after years of invisibility and silence.
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NOTES
1 The designation “German-speaking” refers solely to the language used by the “Camp
Boys.” Many of them were German or Austrian; others were Polish or Czechoslovak.
2 Angelika Sauer concurs on this point in her review of Martin Auger’s book, Prison-
ers on the Home Front, published in 2005 (Sauer, 2007). A few studies do focus on the
gendered dynamics of confined men, notwithstanding (e.g., Archer, 2004; Browning,
2007; Rachamimov, 2006; Reiss, 2005; Vance, 1995).
3 In the 1970s, Eric Koch, a former Camp Boy himself, was able to trace 972 of his for-
mer co-internees. Most had settled in Canada (Koch, 1980).
4 The official reasons given to the Canadian government read as follows: “The wishes
of the British government are these: In the matter of preference they are anxious that we
should take first of all interned aliens (…). The reasons they give in this connection are
that the interned aliens in Great Britain may be in a position to help to direct para-
chutists in the event of a bombardment of the British Isles, which they are expecting
hourly. They also feel that the German prisoners they have there require a great deal by
way of protection, and that the men protecting them should be available for the pro-
tection of the British Isles themselves. (…) We have agreed to receive here interned
aliens from the United Kingdom, and for some time past we have been making arrange-
ments to see that they will be properly concentrated and controlled, when they are
brought to Canada.” (Canadian House of Commons Debates, 19th June 1940).
5 Interview Edgar Lion, Montreal, 4th August 2003.
6 Interview with Ernest Poser, Vancouver, 1st July 2004.
7 Interview with Gregory Baum, Montreal, 25th March 2003.
8 In Carl Weiselberger’s short story, Der Rabbi mit der Axt (The Rabbi with an Axe), a
Rabbi regains some sense of manliness by cutting wood on Sabbath, disregarding the
commandment not to do any bodily work on that day (Weiselberger, 1973).
9 University of Manitoba Archives (Winnipeg), MSS 59 “Henry Kreisel,” Box 1, Folder
1.
10 The number of people who were sent to concentration camps rose brutally after the
Reichskristallnacht pogrom in November 1938.
11 This was the case of Julius Pfeiffer, whose wife and son survived Bergen-Belsen.
The Pfeiffer family was reunited in Canada long after the end of the war (Farges, 2008,
pp. 270-275).
12 Interview with Erwin Schild, Toronto, 10th May 2004.
13 In the case of the Jewish ex-internees, this identity is closely linked to that of domi-
nated men in a racialised anti-Semitic world that let the Holocaust happen. On domi-
nated masculinity and the writing of history, see Jenkins and Hine (eds., 1999-2001).
14 Eric Koch writes: “We have no group feeling—we do not belong to Old Boys’ Clubs,
nor do we have associations, or annual camp reunions where we all get together to
drink beer (…), telling each other stories about the sergeant-major. A few friendships
have endured, but once we were released most of us did not feel the need to keep in
touch. Although we may now say that the years behind barbed wire were invaluable to
our development or that internment was a key event in our lives, and although we may
even enjoy exchanging reminiscences once in a while, we tried in the years that fol-
lowed our release to forget camp as quickly as possible” (Koch, 1980, p. 256).
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